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first, the media portrayed this operation as, a good one, helping people in need by providing 

millions with food and aid. However, as the situation developed further the local population 

turned against U.S. forces because of autocratic and corrupt dictators. What started as Somalian’s 

happily greeting U.S. troops turned into Somalian’s dragging dead soldiers down their streets. 

When media showed this side, Americans immediately wanted the troops home.  

With the images of American troops being drug in the Somalian streets the media 

portrayed the mission as negative resulting in troops immediately being withdrawn. One 

enduring outcome from this experience was a Presidential Decision Directive 25 (PDD-25), 

enacted on May 3, 1994, which “precludes American involvement in most types of peacekeeping 

and humanitarian missions.”24 If Bush were to leave the troops in Somalia, his approval rating 

would have likely declined. Along with that, Clinton made it clear by enacting the PDD-25, that 

humanitarian missions were not the best idea in order to keep the troops from danger that is not 

warranted. Therefore, the negative press from the media caused the leader to make an immediate 

retraction. By doing so, it is evident that media affects public opinion, which in turn, affects 

foreign policy changes.  

TURMOIL IN THE BALKANS—1992-1995  

 Turmoil in the Balkans started when the six republics of Yugoslavia began to secede. 

Extensive media coverage took place during this event, which showed the ethnic cleansing going 

on throughout Bosnia. With Bosnia being one of the most ethnically divided of the republics, 

people feared for their lives because of the innocent and senseless unlawful confinement, 

murder, rape, and beating of Bosniaks (majority Muslim) and Bosnian Croats (majority 

Catholics). In this instance, “sixty-seven percent [of the American public] agreed that ethnic 

cleansing ‘is a form of genocide and the U.S. should take strong steps to stop it.”25 At the 
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beginning of this intervention, the nonintervention policy stood in place; therefore, President 

Bush stayed out of the controversy.  

 By 1995, the events over in Bosnia were deemed a genocide. With major media outlets 

covering the atrocities in the Balkans and the recent success stories of the Gulf War, the public 

began to believe the United States needed to intervene. It was said, “American attitudes toward 

Bosnia intervention did not crystallize until late because Americans were focused elsewhere and 

buffered by events and changes in U.S. policy. Shifting pronouncements from the White House 

about the nature of the conflict, inconsistent UN policies, and multiple peace proposals, threats, 

and cease-fires all contributed to the inconsistency of American public opinion.”26 With the help 

of the media sending images throughout the world of innocent victims dying and the request for 

assistance by the United Nations, the Clinton administration was able to make the intervention 

seem more humanitarian than warlike. 

 At this time, it seemed as if media was going back and forth between showing the horror 

of ethnic cleansing and showing the unfortunate events in Somalia. While many people did not 

like the idea of ethnic cleansing, it was hard for people to agree to take part in a war in which 

they had no vital part. Therefore, when the media revealed differing views by going back and 

forth between the two atrocities, it made it hard for the public to form a solid opinion. Both Bush 

and Clinton had a difficult time deciding whether to intervene. In the end, it seemed Clinton 

made the correct choice because “even on the touchy question of U.S. ground troops, three polls 

found that an average of 64 percent of the American public favored the idea of Americans 

participating in a U.N. peacekeeping force and invading Bosnia.”27  

GLOBAL WAR ON TERROISM - 9/11  
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On September 11, 2001, when terrorists took over American planes and attacked multiple 

buildings in the U.S. killing thousands of people, there was no doubt that foreign policy was 

about to change. During this time media coverage was all in real time and live. People watched 

as the twin towers burned to the ground, and Americans were in fear. Through this fear, the 

media made people want action right away. During a rally at the site of the attack in New York, 

President Bush gave a speech broadcasted by media. He ensured the people that the United 

States was strong and would stand together and fight. Through this use of media, Bush made the 

people believe in him and used the media to convey to the people fighting was the best option. 

The public’s overwhelming support of his speech was evident in a public polling in which 

“Gallup first asked Americans about U.S. intervention in November 2001, one in 10 American 

said U.S. involvement there was a mistake, while 89% said it was not a mistake.”28 For it to be 

that high, it was clear that Bush successfully conveyed a strong message to the American people 

through the media. 

AFGHANISTAN—2001-Present 

 The decision making process to go into Afghanistan was a very short one. To this date it 

still stands as “the only intervention after the Cold War for which the public overwhelmingly 

supported a full-scale intervention with high risk of casualties.”29 With the attacks being on 

American soil, it was imminent that people would insist that we fight back. The live media 

broadcast seen on every news network was as strong as ever showing images of American troops 

fighting and being blown up by improvised explosive devices. Embedded media journalists were 

on the front lines with the troops showing some of the most horrific footages of war.  

 As time went on, the media started to portray Afghanistan as if it were Vietnam. The 

public believed, like Vietnam, the U.S. had invaded yet another country when that country 
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should be figuring out their problems by themselves. People became impatient for the troops to 

get back home, making the approval rating of going into Afghanistan decrease. However, by 

conveying to the public that the media was incorrect, Bush was able to keep his approval rating 

up as long as he kept getting results. At the end of Bush’s term, though, public opinion polls and 

support for the war in Afghanistan began to decrease.   

 In 2008, Obama was elected President and conditions in Afghanistan continued to 

deteriorate. The death toll and causalities of American troops continued to rise and were the 

focus of attention in America with images of loved ones being displayed on the nightly news 

showing the most recent service members killed in action. There “was much evidence from 

public opinion polls that the majority of Americans believed the war effort to be failing and are 

keen for US troops to withdraw.”30 Therefore, Obama took control and decided “on a middle 

course for the war, lowering the objectives and the troops needed and publically announcing a 

timetable for the troops’ withdrawal. As a result, public opinion impacted the means for the war 

and the deadline for the US effort, two important components of military strategy.”31 This 

decision was most likely enforced since the public opinion so highly weighed towards doing so. 

After 7 years of fighting, people were ready for troops to come home, and Obama did so to stay 

on the good side of the public. 

 Therefore, it is shown through 9/11 and the Afghanistan War that media plays an 

influencing role on swaying American public opinion. In 9/11, as people watched the terrorists 

mass murder people on U.S. soil, they wanted immediate action. With Bush’s speech, the public 

became supporters through his confidence. He used the media in his favor, which gained him 

support. In the Afghanistan War, the confidence started to decline. As the media made the war 

out to be like Vietnam and begged for the troops to come home, people swayed in the opposite 
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direction which caused Bush’s approval rating to decline. During this time, he also became less 

confident with his decisions, which the citizens detected as weakness.   

 Over the past fifty years the increase and exploitation of media coverage in war and 

operations other than war has played a significant role in changes being made to foreign policy. 

When the leader takes control of the media and uses it to his or her advantage, the mission 

generally turns out to be a positive outcome because the public tends to be more supportive of 

the choice. When the leader lets the media control his opinion, a negative outcome usually 

occurs. This tends to be because only about 25 percent of Americans are actually knowledgeable 

enough to make these decisions; therefore, sometimes the media can persuade them in the wrong 

direction. 

Summary 

 In the Vietnam situation, where the media first played a large role, they portrayed the 

operation and president very negatively. The recommendation here would be for the decision 

maker to provide the whole truth in order to get people to support him. If the leader fails to do so, 

people will be distrustful in him. He should also use the media to his advantage to gain support. 

A good example of this can be found in Desert Storm when H.W. Bush used the media in his 

ultimatum speech to convince the public it was a good idea. By being straight forward and 

strong, the public had confidence in him, and the mission was deemed successful by most.  

 In Somalia, the events were disastrous. The initial decision to help Somalians made sense 

until it became violent. As soon as the media portrayed the events in Somalia as negative, it 

began to look negatively upon H.W. Bush when he did not get the troops out quickly. It was hard 

to know the killings were going to take place, but as soon as the Somalian leaders began to fight, 
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the U.S. should have made a decision to get out. In Bosnia, intervening helped the people over 

there, and therefore, made the United States look sensitive and supportive to a country in 

desperate need of security and humanitarian assistance. It did, although, take an enormous 

amount of decision making process by our leaders before the U.S. finally decided to intervene. If 

this decision had been made sooner, a lot of lives could have been saved. In each of these events, 

media played a different role. While media covered Somalia severely and played an indecisive 

role in Bosnia the effects were the same in that changes to public opinion and support were 

swayed both ways (negative and positive) by the media. With these decisions involving 

humanitarian missions, a decision needed to be made earlier and stronger.  

 Finally, between 9/11 and Afghanistan, it can be concluded again that if our decision 

makers stand strong in their decisions and convey their thoughts and policies through the media 

rather than let the media construe their decisions, the nation will be more supportive. With 9/11, 

Bush used his funeral speech to portray the nation as strong and ready to fight. By doing so, the 

public felt safe and supported his choice. As time went on, he lost his confidence, making the 

public wanting the troops back home. Once Obama stepped in, he had to withdraw troops in 

order to gain public support. Again, this shows that media plays a huge role in what the decision 

makers choose to do. By effecting the public opinion, the media has a strong effect on what 

decision makers do in regards to foreign policy.  

 Therefore, taking a look at the past is a good indicator of what we should do in the future. 

By assessing each situation, the decision makers can be successful and the military leaders can 

be prepared before the decision is even made. In the situations where the decision makers used 

the media to persuade the public rather than vice versa, they were more successful. With that, 

this leads us back to the quote: wise presidents use polls to determine when their policies need 
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further explaining. Foolish presidents use polls to justify those policies. Only leaders without a 

political compass use polls to determine where to go.32 Therefore, when the president asserts his 

power and believes in his policy, more people are likely to get behind him and support him. A 

supportive nation is a successful nation.  

Conclusion 

 The momentum to push our civil-military leaders to make changes in foreign policy will 

continue to grow and challenge our leaders in future military operational environments. As 

proven in the Vietnam War, Desert Storm, Somalia, Bosnia, Global War on Terrorism and 

Afghanistan the media plays a huge part in the public’s opinion. After looking at these missions, 

it is interesting to see how the media positively and negatively affects the public. When negative 

opinion is formed, it is reflected badly against the nation’s leader. When positive opinion is 

formed, approval ratings are very high. Therefore, it is clear that a president is likely to make 

decisions based on public opinion. Since public opinion is clearly run by the media, it can be 

confirmed that the president will change foreign policy based on public opinion. If public 

opinion polls continue to influence leaders and media continues to heighten, there is no way of 

knowing if leaders will ever make a decision by themselves.  

The decision makers of the country have to consider public opinion before making any 

changes in regards to foreign policy. Along with having to decide on whether or not to make a 

change to a foreign policy they must make their decision and use the media to help gain the 

support of the public. In the instances in which the leader used the media to get the public’s 

support, the public went along with the leader’s decision and the mission was a success. When 

the media formed the public opinion and the leader went by what the polls were showing, the 
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mission was most likely failed. As leaders of our nation we expect our Presidents and senior 

leaders to be strong in their choices and in their decisions; which in turn, will be reflected in the 

positive public support and confidence from the American people.         
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